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Pre-ChriStianIrishculture- asanypreliteratesocietyandculture- wasgovernedbythetraditionaltypeofmemory.ThemedievalIrishtexts,
on theotherhand,witnessa gradualshiftfromthis typeof memory
towardsthehistoricalone.Thehistoricaltypeofmemoryis characterised
by itsspecialattentiontocausesandeffects,andtoresultsofactions:this
memoryfixescropsforparticularyearsbutnotthesowing-time.Thistype
ofmemorycauseswrittenhistorytoappearontheculturalevel(Lotman
2000,364).It is moreor lessclearthatthisshiftcouldnothavebeenan
instantaneousoneespeciallyasweknowthattheearlymedievalIrishfilid
retainedformsof theearlytraditionaltypeof memoryduringtheentire
periodof theMiddle Ages.Certainstoriesfromthe dindshenchasand
certaintalesdevotedtoexemplarycharactersfulfilledmnemonicfunctions.
For instance,bothproseandmetricaldindshenchasdevotedtothemarvels
whichfollowedthebirthofCormCHchathachreferto themorecomplex
narrativeof Airne Fingein. The traditionaltype of memoryhas been
skilfullyanalysedbytheRussianscholarY. Lotmanandthisanalysiswas
laterappliedto thesituationobtainingin EarlyIrish by S. Shkunaev
(Lotman1990,247;Shkunayev1994,240).Theessenceofthismemoryisthe
maintenanceoftherulesgoverningtheexistenceoftheworldthroughthe
constantreproductionof texts,whichalsomaychangethroughtime(as
earlyIrishtextsforexample),butwhicharebelievedtoderivefromtime
immemorial. Thelinkbetweenthesetextsisapatternofritualoraction(as
athekillingofakingin aroyalhosteldescribedin TogailBruidneDa Derga
and Bruiden Da Choca,or certainritualisticcontentionson thenightof
Samainin particulardindshenchas(Knott1936;Stokes1900b;Toner2007;
Gwynn1913,276-84),but thisrolemayalsobeplayedby all kindsof
mnemonicdeviceslikeanynaturalorman-madephenomena-lakes,idols,
trees,fortifications,roadsandthelike.Theselandmarks,whichcanbe
describedas'pointsofattraction',accumulatehememoryofeventsin the
sacredtimeandtypesofbehaviourvitalforthecommunity.
It is also possibleto specifythe presumedoppositionbetween
unknownkeepersoforaltradition(druids?)andthelearnedprofessional
groupoffilid in earlyIrishsocietyasseenin thecontextof transitional
stagefrompreliterateto literateculture.Thatis, whenwe mentionthe
'traditional'type of memoryused by filid, the term needscertain
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elaboration.Somescholarsin thefieldof CelticStudieswhenstudyinga
particularmedievaltextalwayspresupposexistenceofanunknownoral
'primevaltext'beinga componentof a largecorpusof such texts.
Accordingto this view theextanttextsweretransmittedby filid and
writtendownin theMiddleAgesandarejustdistortedrecollectionsand
interpretationsof theformer'originaltexts'.In any case,as hasbeen
arguedbyJacquesDerrida,thedifferencebetweenany'originaltext'and
its interpretationcorrespondstothedifferencebetweentherabbiandthe
poetexistingin theJewishtradition(Derrida1966,102-3).Perhaps uch
wasthedifferencebetweenthatunknownkeeperof 'initialtexts'(druid?)
andthelaterfili.
Themostintriguingfeatureis thatthedifferencebetween'initialtext'
and 'exegetictext'(suchas dindshenchasor remscel)is concealedif not
thrownawayaltogetherin thepoeticinterpretationsofthefilid'srepertoire
(i.e. the 'initial text' seemsto be 're-created').This way the very
interpretationbeginstoadopthefunctionsofan'initialtext'.Thisislikely
tohavehappenedatthestageof thefilid's entryintothewrittenculture.
Althoughevenatthisstageafili 're-creating'or 'finding'an'initialtext'
reproducesa patternor producesa certainsimulacrumfollowing
traditionalprewrittenrules.Simulacra then dominateover history
(Baudrillard1993,71).Themethodsof such'restoration'canbe easily
demonstratedinthelegendsof'finding'referringtothedindshenchasfound
byAmorgenthefili or totheTain foundbyMuirgenthefili (Stokes1894,
277;Best,Berginet al.1954-83,Vo1.5, 1119[fo.245b]).In otherwords
certainkindsof oralpatternor performancemayhavea referentialbase. !
evenfortheletteredelitesuchasthemedievalIrishfilid (Goody,1886,22ff.; 1
Patton1992,93).
I wouldliketoexaminethestructureofthetaleDoFhallsigudTanaB6
Cuailnge(DFTBC) in ordertodemonstratehephenomenonofearlyIrish
receptionof oralandwrittentexts.Theearliestrecensionof thetaleis
foundin theBookof Leinster(fo.245b).Thiswell-knownshorttalewas
probablycomposedintheOldIrishperiod(lateninthcentury,accordingto
itsrecenteditorK. Murray(2001,19),butnotetheMiddleIrishformno
ragad, condit.3 s. from ttiit (Murray2001,21;LL folio 245b,1.32882).
Accordingto J. Carney(1955,166)it constitutesversionA.I" theearliest
existingvariantof 'TheFindingof theTain', Nevertheless,thereis one
earlyreferencetothefindingoftheTainunnoticedbyCarney.Oneof 'The
Triadsof Ireland'(TrechengbrethFeni, lateninthcentury)tellsusof three
wondersconnectedwiththeTain:
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Tri hamraila Tliin B6 Cuailnge:.i. in cuilmendamheisii nErinn; in marbdiahaisneis
donbiu .i. FergusmacR6ig dia hinnisindo Ninnine eiciusi n-aimsirCorbmaicmaic
Flielliin;inti dian-aisnether,coimgebliadnad6.
Threewondersconcerning'The Cattle-raidof Cualnge':the 'Cuilmen'in Ireland in
its stead;the deadwho relatedit to theliving, viz. FergusmacR6ig recitingit to
Ninnine theWise in thetimeof CormacmacFaelain;oneyear'sprotectionto him
to whom it is recited(Meyer1906a,8 §62)
ThusatleastwofeaturesofthetalearesupportedbytheTriads,thefirstis
an invocationof thedead/ancestorto bearwitness,anevidentlypagan
rituaF(cf.latertransformationfthispracticeintothefastagainstFergus'
descendants,SaintsBrendan,CiaranandCaillin,in anothervariantof the
story).Thesecondfeatureis thestoryof howIsidore'sEtymologiae first
appearedin Ireland.As forthepre-Christiansubstratumoftheinvocation,
it isinterestingthattheacquisitionofknowledgeispossiblehereonlywith
theintercessionoftheoncemightyandwisedeadwhosegraveis aspecial
locuswheretheherohastoseatortosleep.Thesamepracticewasknown
in Scandinavianliteraturewherewe find a storyof a shepherdwho
becameaskaldaftersleepingonthefamouskald'sgravewhilethelatter
hasappearedin all his splendouranddeliveredhis poeticgift to the
shepherd(Ellis1943,108).AccordingtoEliade,thiscustomamongCelts
and Germansis typologicallysimilarto the initiationritualsof the
prospectiveshamansor magicianswho hadto spendthenightcloseto
deadbodiesorongraves(Eliade1964,382).
EvenintheIliad onefindsadeliberatewordplaywhenaYfJla 'sign,hint'
has anothermeaning'tomb,grave.'GregoryNagy underlinesthe
importanceofthesepulchrein Homericeposasaphysicalembodimentof
10\£05'glory'ofaherowhichisthemainsubjectofpoetry.Patroclus'grave
becomesthehint,thereminderof thepresenceof theDeadwhosespirit
Achilleshasawoken.In thecaseof theIliad, apossibleinterpretationcan
takethepoemitselfasaYfJla in whichthewill ofZeusis strengthenedand
poetrybecomesthe poet'sgrave(aYfJla) (Nagy1992,283-92).Ttiin B6
Cuailnge hasoftenbeencomparedtotheIliad (especiallybyJ. Carney(1955,
307,311-2,321-2),on whichit is saidto be modelled.However,the
influenceoftheGreekoriginaltextwithallitswordplayishardlypossible
1As J. F. Nagysuggests,'themeansof restoringthedeadhero[Fergus- GB]tolife aretotally
secular,resultingin anepiphanythatseemstohavemoretodowithnecromancythanwithany
Christiannotionsof communionwiththesoulsof thedead'(Nagy1997,19).Thepre-Christian
characterof theepiphanyin the'Findingof theTain'is supportedby Classicalevidencein the
lostworkofNicanderofColophoncitedbyTertullian:Celtsaresaidtospendthenightnearthe
tombsin orderto receivespecialoraclesfromthedead(seethepassagediscussedin Freeman
1994b,45-7).
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in earlymedievalIrelandwheretheoriginalGreekwasunknown.It is
morelikelyto bethecasethattheperceptionof a poet,a heroandthe
hero'sgravehaduniversalcharacter,oratleasthatitwascharacteristicof
Indo-Europeanpoetics.
Tirechan's'Collectanea',writtenin thelateseventhcentury,contains
anepisodepossiblyderivingfromsuchpractice.St.Patrick,togetherwith
hisfollowers,findsahugemoundandthesainttemporarilyresurrectshe
deadgiantfromthegravein ordertowitnessGod'spowerandmercy:to
baptizethedeadoneandtosavehissoul.Thegiant(whohadbeenaroyal
swineherdin his life) arisesfromthegraveandtellshis storyto the
audience(Bieler1979,154).ProinsiasMacCanaconsideredthisepisode,
lateralsofoundin theVita tripartita,asamodelforthelaterrecensionsof
DFTBC in whichFergusis describedas a giant(MacCana1962,3-5).
However,Fergus'giganticproportionsarereferredtoascommonplacein
manytalesoftheUlsterCycle.
NinnineEkes-mentionedin theTriadsasthe'finder'oftheTain-is
believedto havelivedin theseventhcenturyjustlikeSenchanTorpeist
anotherclaimanto thisrole.Senchan(jl. c.580-650AD) wasa rigfili of
Guaire,thekingof theConnachta(6Maille1921-3,75).At anyrate,early
Irishliteraturedoesnothaveauniquefigurewhosetaskit istorecoverthe
lost oral text(of the Tain). Insteadwe havea numberof literaryor
mythologicalpersonswhoareimportantin theirfunctionasmediain the
processof revelation.It is quitesignificantthateventheTriadscomprise
two differentperceptionsof the Tain's text: (1) as an oral text
communicatedby the deadto the living, or givingprotectionto its
audience;(2)asawrittentextexchangedforthepreciousCuilmen.
The Old Irish termfor Isidore'sEtymologiae,Culmen, derivesfrom
Latinculmen'height,summit'(earlierLat.columen).Old Irish cuilmen-
evidentlyanequivalentofLatinsumma- servedasatermforthesupreme
compendiumofknowledge.A nativeIrishequivalentof thetermwhich
hasservedas a modelfor an alternativeOld Irish designationof the
Etymologiaeis druim(ne)sufthe'summitofknowledge,of learning'(DIL, s.v
druimne,1.77).Thisnativetermreferstotheknowledgeandartofthefilid
acquiredonlyaftermanyyearsof learning.Druimne sut1heis alsoa term
denotingtherhymesofthelastyearofthefili's learning.Forexample,afili
calledDruim Sufthe is namedas the authorof the seventh-century
alliterativepoem'E6 Rossa'fromthedindshenchas(Stokes1895a,277-9).
Thepoet'snameis unknownin anyotherearlyIrishtextandclearlyhas
allegoricalsignificance.SuUheis a termfor theknowledgeof sui 'sage'<
*su-widsandthisknowledgewasopentobeinglearnedor graspedfrom
teachers,asopposedtofius whichwasthoughtof ashiddenknowledge
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perceivedonlyafteritsrevelation.Thisis alsorelevantforthestoryofthe
findingof theTtiin whereaneasternsage(SUI) playsthemostimportant
roleintheTain'sconcealmentanditstreatmentasa'learned'writtentext.
IsidoreofSeville(560-635AD)wrotehisEtymologiaebetween612and
620AD (ShabelnikovandTorshilov2000,38).T. 6Maille,exploringthe
historicalbackgroundof referencesin DFTBC, thoughtthat Isidore's
EtymologiaemighthavereachedIrelandin the middleof the seventh
centurythroughthemediationof SenchanTorpeist(6 Maille1921-3,75).
S Theearliestmanuscriptfragmentsof theEtymologi~aerehousedatthe
monasteryofSt.Gall.Thesefragmentsarewrittenin anIrishhand,andare
tobedatedperhapsasearlyasthemid-seventhcentury(Barneyetal.2006,
23).In anycase,it seemsthattheEtymologiaereachedIrelandnotlongafter
its composition.Later the Etymologiae becamea model for Irish
etymologicaland aetiologicaltextssuch as 'Cormac's Glossary',C6ir
Anmann andthedindshenchascreatedat theedgeof nativelearningand
LatinLateClassicaletymologicaltradition.TheEtymologiaewasalsoused
by themonasticauthorsof Hispericafamina, thepoemscomposedand
writteninanobscurestyle.
Let us examineoncemoretheturning-pointsof DFTBC. Filid fromall
Irelandweresummonedin ordertofind outwhetheranyof themcould
remember thewholeof Ttiin B6Cuailnge.It happenedthateachof them
knewonlyapartofit.
1. Twofilid setoutfor theireasternjourneytocontinentalEurope2to
learn(dofhoglaim)theTtiinwhichonesagehadpreviouslytakenwith
himtotheEastinexchangefortheCuilmen(Isidore'sEtymologiae).
2. FergusmacR6ig(oneof themajorheroesof theTtiin) relatesthe
wholetextoftheTtiin toMuirgen,thefili, for threedaysandnights
onhisowngravewhichiscoveredwiththickfog.
3. Accordingto anothervariant,anotherfili, Senchan,fatherof
Muirgen,learnedthewholeTain afterhe fastedagainsthesaints
descendedfromFergus.
Thereseemtobeseverallevelsin thiscomplicatedplot.Letus examine
themin brief.At firstthetalebeginswithsomerecollectionsof thelost
'initial'textwhichhadexistedin acertain'initial'mythologicaltime(Tl).It
now seemslikely thatthe compositionof the Ttiin was due to the
compilationof severalnarrativesinitiallyprobablybelongingtodifferent
cycles.Nevertheless,eventhefirststageofourplotpresumestheexistence
ofacertainintegraloral'initialtext'in thepast(thistexthadtobelearnt
by heart asit wasusuallybythefilid). This'initialtext'appearstohave
2 Letha - continentalEurope,laterArmoricaorLatiumin Italy(Anscombe1908,75).
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beenlost!forgottenatthebeginningofourplot(T2).Thispremisemight
beseenasa typicaltoposof thedegradationof traditionalknowledgein
latterdays.Oblivionis takenhereas non-knowledge,that is, a factor
connectedwith knowledgewhich lies at its foundation.The Indian
symbolismof oblivion (reflectedin Dighanikiiya [Rhys Davids and
CarpenterI, 19-22])forexample,impliesthatgodsfallfromheavenwhen
,theirmemoryisatfault.'Oblivionisoftenseenasalossofone'sownself,
asdisorientation,orasblindness(Eliade1963,144-5).
SenchanTorpeist,actingasjudgeandexaminerof hisstudentsand
youngerfilid, is likelytorememberthewholetext.Thatiswhyhebecomes
theTtiin'sfinderinonealternativevariantofourstory.It isinterestingthat
ourtext'sauthor,evenwhenspeakingabouthefilid's memory,whichisa
ratherarchaiconceptassociatedwiththepoet'sfunctionsin manyIndo-
Europeancultures,usesa Latin loanwordmebuir (Lat.memoria).He
obviouslyoperateswithnewChristianandLatintermsinthecontextofhis
ownwrittencultureandChristianworld-viewinsteadofusingnativeOld
Irishtermssuchasad-muinethar'remembers',aithmetor cuman'memory',
evenwhileexaminingoraltransmission.
Thephenomenonof recompositionor restorationof theepictexthas
beencommentedonbyA. Reesin thecaseofancientIndia.Accordingto
Indictradition,Ramayana'srestorer'thefirstpoet'(adikavi)Valmikiwas
originallyawareofRama'story(i.e.'initialtext',whichmeansthatit was
notamerecomposition).Nevertheless,inordertoperceivehistaskdeeper,
ValmikisatforawhileandcontemplatedRamayana'stheme.Hecouldsee
Rama,otherepicheroesandhis deedswiththehelpofhisyogicpower
andconcentration,andafterwardshebegantoreciteRamayana(Rees1966,
56-7).Forthiskindoftypologicalcomparison,it isimportanttounderstand
thatRamayanaas well as the Ttiin onceexistedoriginallyas a setof
separatedoralversions.
Thefilid's unaccomplishedjourneyto thecontinentin our taleis
necessarybothforthelocalizationofthe'initialtext'inthe'EasternWorld'
outsideof Irelandandforthesage(ratherIrishthanforeign),thetraveller
to theEast,tobeincludedin theplot (whilethewayto thecontinental
EuropeviaBrittanywasverywell-knowntoIrishmissionaries).Thelater
variantofthetalefromRIA,MS DA.2 (A.2accordingtoCarney[1955,167])
makesthesageaforeigner,a'Romansage'(in stii romiinach),whobrought
theTtiin fromArd Machain exchangeforthefamousCuilmen(Stokesand
Meyer1907,5).
TheEasternWorldof earlyIrish literarytradition,whichincludes
continentalEuropeand Asia, was sometimesconsideredas a foreign
Otherworld(evenif thetermEasternWorldbelongstothelaterperiod).Its
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inhabitantsareoftendangerousandpossessupernaturalbilities.Here
weencounteranambiguousfeatureofearlyIrishliterarytradition.Onthe
onehand,localpoetsifilicI) in theirprofessionalctivitywereconfinedto
theGoidelicIrish-speakingworld(IrelandandIrishkingdomsin Scotland
andWales).Theirtextwasforeignandindistinctfortherestoftheworld
(orfor theEasternWorld).On theotherhand,thelearnedIrishmonks,
literatebothin Irishandin Latin,wereoftenguestsandteacherson the
continent.Certainexamplesof the earliestIrish poetrycomefrom
continentalIrishscriptoria.Forthetravellingmonks(literati),theEastern
Worldwasnotatallafearsomeotherworldlykingdom.
Thesagetravellingto theEastmentionedin thetext(sui <*su-wids,
,onewhoknowswell')givesussomeideaoftheperceptionofthewritten
textbyearlyIrishliterati (bothmonasticandsecular).It is quiteclearthat
theauthormeansawrittentextoftheTtiinwhosevaluein theeyesof the
IrisheruditeisequaltotheencyclopaediccompilationbyIsidore.Thebook
containingtheTtiinwasbroughtoutof Ireland,andthisindicatesitshigh
value(andthehighvalueofIrishbooks,in general)fortheaudienceinthe
Europeancontext(theEasternWorldhereis continentalEurope).Onecan
seeherea rareexampleof theBook'sabsolutizationi earlyMedieval
Ireland.Butin our tale,thewrittentexthasappearedfor a whilein the
shapeof a learnedsagaandwe gobackagainto theimageof theoral
initialtextgivenbyrevelationi theOtherworld.
Thustextualexegesisbecomestheself-sufficientpurposeof thetext,
and it doesnot seekjustificationswhile tryingto look for thehidden
essenceinthe'initialtext,'thatiswhysuchexegeticaltexts,asDerridaputs
it, 'alwaysrunarisktostayirrationalbuttheywouldbenothingwithout
thisrisk.'3At thesametime,thetextstaysasaminimalself-sufficientunit
oftraditionalconsciousness.Thissituationpersistsin themajorityofearly
Irishtexts.As inthestorywhenthefili Amorgen'restores'thedindshenehas,
thetextseemstobereproduced,thatis to say,filid continuetousetheir
traditionalrulesin theabsenceof the'initialtext.'It meansthattheearly
Irishtraditionaltext,evenin itswrittenforms,oftencarriesandreproduces
'proto-forms'ofitsunwrittenexistence(Piatigorsky2004,40).Thememory
of the'initialtext's'absencewaspreservedin Irelandduringthewhole
periodof theMiddleAges,thelatestexamplecanbefoundin Aeallamna
SenoraehwhereSt.Patrick,togetherwithCailteandwiththeassistanceof
theaesside,restoresthestoriesfromtheFenianCycle.
3 Cited in Megill (1985,320).
